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[00:00:02]

TRANSCRIPTION

TGRW: Today is May 25th, 2022. My name is Tameron Williams from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Garth Mikesell, Library
Information Systems Team Lead. This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection
Project.
Good afternoon Mr. Mikesell.
GM:

Afternoon.

TGRW: To start, could you briefly detail your career here at Utah State University and the responsibilities
of your current role prior to the outbreak of Covid-19?
GM:

Well, it’s been the longest five years of my life. I came USU approximately 25 years ago. And I
was going to get my master’s and leave. I graduated with a Master’s in Instructional Technology.
And somebody forgot to tell me to leave. So, I’ve been here 25 years. And I was brought on as a
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sys admin. Through the years, I’ve progressed. And my current job is team lead. I’m more of a
sys ops now where I actually do sys admin and programming and lead a team of five people.
TGRW: And then, what was happening in your office in the early months of 2020 just as word was, kind
of, starting that there might be an outbreak of a pandemic in the United States, and in Utah in
January/February/early March of 2020?
GM:

Well, in my department, we was gearing up for some major upgrades to systems. We just lost a
person. So, we was gearing up to, kind of, do a hiring process. And we heard about this. It was
interesting. A lot of discussion going on about what Covid would mean for us if it did turn into
pandemic.

[00:02:06]
None of us is really thinking it would. We just thought it was just kind of chatter because we’ve
heard about Eboli [phonetic 00:02:12] and some of those kinds of things. And so, we just kind
of… A lot of chatter about it.
TGRW: So, let’s see. We’re talking right after spring break. The Utah State University began
implementing its Covid response plan because the worry or chatter of an outbreak became very
much surreal. So, the response plan included the cancellation of events, transition to remote
learning on March 18th. What was your role in supporting those plans and the work of library
employees?
GM:

So, it was kind of interesting for me. My wife at the time was being treated for aplastic anemia.
That is where the immune system destroys the bone marrow. And so, her immune system was
basically completely down. So, on March 13th, the dean of the library and my supervisor
transitioned me to home at that point. So, I actually left before all this got implemented on
campus.
I started coordinating with my team. We had one person that was on vacation in one of the
outbreak areas. So, I had to coordinate with her as she was coming home saying, you’re going to
be quarantined for at least two weeks just because of the protocols that were coming out just
because she was traveling in a… I think she’s coming back through New York. I can’t
remember which airport it was. It was through New York or Atlanta that would have exposed her
to Covid.

[00:04:05]
And so, we had – she was our front-line person. So, at that point in time, I had to transition my
team from having a frontline person to getting other people to step up and start doing the front
line. I’m not for sure how far you want me to go with it. [Chuckles]
TGRW: Well, let’s talk those first. So, mid-March to end of semester, and maybe into summer, you
know, what are the initiatives that you’re leading, the support work you’re doing? You know,
from remote work for other employees to… I know there were laptop checkouts, technology,
furniture, desks, monitors, boosting accessibility for folks who didn’t necessarily have great
connections at home. Just those kind of initiatives.
GM:

Okay. So, our first initiative was to actually get desktops, laptops, whatever we can get our hands
on ready for the transition to go home. Part of that was Central IT had got ahold of me and said,
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hey, as we’re taking these home, these are going to be connecting through the VPN. And these
need to be up to date and all the patches need be on them because this exposes us. We wasn’t
quite ready for this. I know they quickly made it ready. It was probably ready before we even
got most of our people out the door. But it was to get all these machines and then start
coordinating with those that were left.
[00:06:03]
So, there’s Margaret, Tyler, and Aaron that were still in the building that they were imaging and
helping people get their machines up to date, get all the patches on them, get the VPN (Virtual
Private Network is what that stands for) the VPN on their machines so that they could connect.
And our server room has a firewall that from home you have to have the VPN running to get to,
like, our see our products and some of our other stuff. And so, we had to have that there. And
then, as we was doing this, we was compiling tutorials and stuff like that to push into what we
have as a Niche Academy, sort of, to train because we was getting inundated with a whole bunch
of questions. And the ones that were in working wasn’t able to keep up with those going out the
door because they was getting more questions than we could answer.
And so, the two of us that were working from home at that time – well, actually, three of us.
Cheryl was working at home. LaLine and I were working at home. We were trying to gather all
this back-end information and start populating this Niche Academy and do some training there so
we could just point people to this niche academy to answer their questions and maybe alleviate
some of the pressure on the people in the building. So, that was kind of the first initiative was our
first thing was really just to get people out the door.
And then, I started coordinating with those that were still in the library and with the exec team to
find out high priorities.
[00:08:00]
Who was the high priority people? And then, I started coordinating with my people to work with
them. We also had a ticketing system that we just brought up that fall. All the bugs wasn’t
worked out with it. We started really using that and having people start to submit when they
wanted to go out. And that helped some, but it was still just… It was a nightmare. [Laughs] In
all the coordination, it was just a lot of coordinating.
And then, once they were out, we transitioned them from the ones that were in the library to us
that were at home to start troubleshooting their home problems. And so, LaLine and I started
really gearing up on, you know, vendors, equipment, what they would need.
The other thing is is, at that point in time, our biggest things was cameras. We wanted highquality cameras and we just couldn’t get them. So, we bought some from a company downtown
that got us through the initial push. But those cameras, we’ve got a pile of them now that have,
kind of, died. [Laughs] And we started getting in the Logitech ones which are really good
cameras that are high-quality cameras. That’s what I’m using today even at home. And then
coordinating how to get those to those that needed cameras at home.
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And then, that also transitioned in to some of them that were required to stay in the building so
that they can stay in their areas. We started having to coordinate with getting them cameras,
headsets, and then getting those installed so they could use those in the library.

[00:10:05]
So, there was just a lot of moving pieces that I was, as team lead, I was coordinating this with all
my people. And I would give them the big picture and let them run with it. We had a student
worker, Tyler, who was just awesome. He was running down to get – we had him, really,
running once they were up to date. He was helping them tear down their machines and get it into
their vehicles so they could take it home. And without Tyler, it would have been even more of a
problem with trying to get people out the door. So, those were, kind of, our first initial was to
really get people outdoor, get them set up, and have their machines patched in with the VPN on it.
TGRW: Were there any significant concerns in actually implementing those? You know, speaking
generally, a lot of people prior to Covid aren’t used to remote work, aren’t used to setting up
newfangled equipment that they don’t quite understand. So, I mean…
GM:

Yeah. Exactly. And that’s where we, LaLine and I at home, working from home, we started
looking for software that we could actually maybe get on their machines, or try to help them work
through it. When the university transitioned to Zoom because we was trying to do it through
Teams. And I can’t remember what the other one was. Cisco.

TGRW: Webex?
GM:

Webex. That was it. And they were just… Everybody was hating those. And we were just dead
in the water.

[00:12:00]
I mean, we’d get on and it was, like… You just… [chuckles] That’s what it looked like was they
were just kind of pausing there. When the university transitioned to Zoom, Zoom has a better
compression. And so, we was able to get on and then we could see what they were doing on their
screens. And we started to figure out the major stumbling blocks of how to get these newfangled
things up and running. And so, at that point in time, we started again. We’d start compiling
those at night and putting them up in their Niche Academy so we could point them to there. And
then the ones that were really nervous about getting on machines, we could actually get on Zoom
with them and step them through it.
So, a lot of it was just trying to get… So, we implemented Slack in the library a couple years
before that. But really, nobody really was using it other than my team and probably LES [?].
And then, that became the big communication portal for us was through Slack and Zoom. That
became our staple in what we helped people with. But, yeah. There was a lot of issues.
The biggest issues we rain into were those that lived down on The Island. I don’t – do you know
what The Island is?
TGRW: I’m familiar.
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GM:

So, The Island is a piece of ground that’s between Providence and the university where the river
runs down through there. They call that The Island. [Laughs] I don’t know who ever come up
with that, but it’s kind of the middle of everything. And it’s below Cliffside, and it’s not quite
into Logan. So, they call it The Island.

[00:13:59]
We had a few people that were down in there that they didn’t have good internet access. So, we
was trying to figure out whether we went with hot spots, whether we went with, tried to give them
a stipend to upgrade. We had one that they looked into upgrading. To upgrade their internet
access to get the speeds that they needed it was going to cost them between 1500 to 2,000 dollars
because Comcast had to actually plow a line into their house. And that’s not cheap. And so, we
found that hot spots worked for some of those.
Some of my team members actually, that felt comfortable going to other people’s houses, we
actually sent then to go help them install at their homes, get them up and running. Our farthest
one out on that was in Preston. Luckily, one of my team members lives in Richmond. So, it’s
not that far of a drive. So, we sent him up to Preston to get her online. So, yeah. There was a lot
of just…
I don’t know that we really thought about any, really, plans to get people out. We tried to get,
kind of, a step by step to do it. But a lot of it was just reactive move. We had to be very nimble
just to, okay, we’ve got a problem here. Let’s react and move here. And then, once we got the
staff figured out, then it was trickling down to the student workers. And that’s where we started
running into issues with trying to get machines. So, we started commandeering machines where
we could.
[00:16:02]
Circulation gave up their machines that they circulate. Those were the, probably the best ones.
And then, we did find where we had some, what we call our graveyard, where we’re putting these
machines. We take them down to surplus to get rid of them. We found some machines in there
that we was able to pick up. And luckily, that summer before, we just upgraded. So we had
plenty of monitors where we get people doing monitors at home and at work. So, a lot of it was
just, okay, where’s the hot spot? Let’s transition to covering that.
TGRW: And then, you’ve spoken a few times that there were people in the library. How was that decided
who was going to be in the library, in person, working during this time? And then, what were the
tasks they were specifically assigned that they needed to be here for?
GM:

Okay. So, our first person out was Cheryl Adams. She voluntarily, as soon as she heard about
the pandemic, she got really nervous. And I could see that she was really nervous. And I wanted
to talk with her. And I made the suggestion of going in our conference room. And she just about
freaked out when I said that. I said, ‘Okay. We’ll just talk right here.’ Because she’s getting
ready to retire, so she’s in that group that the Covid was really hitting hard. So, she was the first
one. We decided, you know, with what we knew from the CDC, that was where we’d start is,
kind of, with their, who it was hitting the hardest. And so, Cheryl went out.

[00:17:59]
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And then she wasn’t able to get all of her stuff. So what I told her was to come in on a Saturday
or a Sunday when there wasn’t many people to pick up whatever she needed. Then it was
decided that I would be the next one because of my wife’s health. Again, it was decided on
health issues. And then, the second, the third one was LaLine because she was just coming off of
vacation and travel.
Margaret and Aaron and Tyler didn’t have any concerns about it. They just decided they were
going to stay in. We was trying to figure out how we would work it if anyone of those didn’t
want to work in the library anymore. But luckily, they volunteered to do it. They worked their
tail ends off for about a month getting people out of the library.
And then, Margaret was the next one that she decided that she needed to – because she has a
Downs child that she probably needed to be the next one out. Aaron always wanted to be in the
library. He just, that’s where he felt comfortable at. That’s where he wanted to be at. And with
most of the staff gone, he didn’t feel like there was a concern there. And so, I think there was
only one week out of the whole time that we was at the library that he was not in the library. He
went home for, tried to work from home for a full week and it just didn’t work for what he
needed to do. And so, we always had one person in the library at all times, and that was Aaron.
And he was awesome at that.
And then, Tyler, our student worker, again, he wasn’t too concerned about things. So, when they
had – I’d coordinate with them.
[00:20:03]
So, when Aaron needed extra help, I’d have Tyler come in. Other than that, I had Tyler working
on projects like the Niche Academy, or writing up procedures, or that kind of thing at home. So,
that’s kind of how we handled it. If Aaron would have wanted to come home, then we would
have had to figure out a little better. But luckily, I lucked out and had an employee that wanted to
stay in.
TGRW: And then, their duties in the library were just assisting people getting out?
GM:

Yeah. So, first was to get them out. But Margaret and Tyler both all in once we got the majority
of people. There was a few stragglers here. And Aaron could handle it at that point in time. That
was to get it out. The other thing was he was there. There was times where I needed a set of
hands in the server room. And so, we would Zoom and he would be in the server room. It was
just nice having him there.
And then, those that were actually still in the library, like Circulation, some of the admin, some
Digital, some of IIL [?]. I mean, there’s just a spattering of people that also had that in-person
help still there. So.

TGRW: So, you’re going into summer. Most of your team has left. Most of the library workers have left.
By fall of that same year, 2020, most of the student body faculty and staff did return to campus.
What did that transition back to, you know, Covid-normal look like for your office?
[00:21:58]
GM:

For the most part, LaLine wanted to transition back in because she is frontline support. And she
was having a hard time actually getting some of her work done from home. And so, when we
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started to transition back in, LaLine volunteered to go in first. But Aaron was already there. So,
LaLine and Aaron were handling the processing coming back in.
At that point in time, we had our ticketing system a lot better. We had a form where they could
fill out saying we’re coming back on this date. And then, that’s where I started, again,
coordinating who would be helping those coming back in. And Tyler also helped with those
coming back in. So, it was, again, it was just that coordination, letting them know who was
coming in and where they needed to be at. And we had to work through some things because
they didn’t keep their machines patched. So, again, as they come back in, that was something we
made sure, that they patched their machines, got everything they needed to be secure on campus.
And then, we also had LaLine, while she was working at home, had some training videos on
cleaning machines, what to use, what not to use, and really had to flush that out. And then, as
they come back in, she was able to support them in it. And… But for the most part, Cheryl and I
and Margaret still worked from home. Again, it was just decided again on health concerns
because Cheryl’s age, Margaret’s daughter with Downs and my wife with aplastic anemia.
[00:24:05]
And then, yes, as more and more staff came in, Margaret said she needed a break from home.
[Laughs] So, she started to come in once a week to help out in solving some of that. But again,
our staff was really good about understanding where we was in the whole library. And they
worked very well with us to coordinate all this and was very patient when we couldn’t get to
them. And so, we just, again, coming back in, yeah, we had some hiccups. But it was a lot
smoother than that mad dash out. We actually took… I think it took us three months to actually
process who was coming in instead of the month going out.
TGRW: So, in that time, what kind of new projects are you spinning up? What kind of support services
are you still maintaining? What does that first full academic year under Covid? So, fall ’20 to
spring ’21 look like?
GM:

So, once we started come back in, one of the great things that going out did, it proved that we
could still function with Zoom, Slack, and e-mail, and then our phones forward to our cell phones
or that. It was really nice knowing that, you know, we didn’t know when we went out if this was
going to work, or not. But everybody started using it. And they were used to it.
So, as they started coming back in, some of our projects again was as they start to come back in.
Like, right now, I’m not wearing a headset.

[00:26:03]
So, when I was at home, that wasn’t a big deal. But when I started coming back in, now you’ve
got chatter all over your cubicle areas. And so, we had to start looking at headsets that had noise
canceling that probably had a boom mic because they sound better. We couldn’t use the mic off
of the Logitech because people talking was interrupting other people real loud. You know, if I
start talking like this, you really can’t hear what I’m saying. And so, we started working out
those issues.
Then we had to start working on, okay. How do we do hybrid meetings? We’ve got some people
that are at home. We’ve got some people that are in-house. How do we start coordinating and
USU COVID-19 2022: GARTH MIKESELL

7

doing those kind of things? We’re still working on that problem. Some of our rooms were
mediated. Some of them aren’t.
But the biggest problem when you start getting into conference rooms is most of them are mic’d
off of, like, the camera, up at the far end. So, those that are at the farthest away from the mic, you
can’t hear them. So, we’re still trying to figure some of that out because now we’ve got, which
launched us into where the university went with people working from home. Like, today, you
know, I’m working from home. And so, we started looking at those kind of items. We went back
to, basically, what was we looking at doing before we went out?
[00:27:57]
I started coming in on the weekends to do some server maintenance and things that I needed to be
in office. Cheryl started coming in on weekends because there’s not a lot of people around to
start doing some of her things that she couldn’t get to. So, we started having to really look at how
do we maintain what we learned through Covid and what was pre-Covid. And a lot of those
things we’re still trying to juggle and figure out.
But some of our major upgrades like this summer were, well, we just finished one, the ILLiad
[Interlibrary Loan and Document Delivery] project. We migrated it. That was supposed to go on
before then. We’re doing Omega project that we’re going to migrate. We’re doing a Sierra
update this summer. A lot of these things we kind of pushed off just because we didn’t have the
personnel in there.
And so, now we’re going back to see what our goals was there? How do we make that work
now? And then, some of our priorities have changed. We’re now looking at maybe more Cloudbased stuff. So, you know, maybe we can move out of the server room. There’s just a lot of
things that we learned by going out that affected IT. And I think the ramifications are going to be
felt for years from my point of view. I think they’re good. I think they’re good ways of going.
But I think we’re going to fill up for years about this.
TGRW: So, you’ve spoken to the, you know, headsets, new technology that you’re sending home prior. Is
this being funded through, you know, Covid CARES [Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic
Security] money, or was this, kind of, stop gapped through whatever funding was available at the
time?
[00:30:06]
GM:

So, that, I’m not 100 percent sure how it all worked because as being a team lead, I’m not real
privy to the finances and that. I do know that any of The Covid CARES [The Coronavirus Aid,
Relief, and Economic Security] Act, it had to basically be to support students. And so, we had to
really decide, does this support students or does support [unclear 00:30:46] or is it a mix? And
so, I think a lot of what happened is we backed off on some of our projects which freed up some
of our financing to actually buy cameras, headsets, docking stations. It really freed up some of
that money to do that.
Now if it was kind of a hybrid, then we had to go through Rachel Ham to figure out how that was
going to work. And I think what she did from there was able to shift some money that was
covered by the Covid CARES [Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security] Act over to our
world [unclear 00:31:32] funding. From there E&G but hey would be covered because they had
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the Covid CARES [Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security] Act, like, for circulation or
something like that. I’m not 100 percent sure. But for the most part, our budget for almost all the
IT related items was covered out of our budget.
[00:31:59]
TGRW: So, in terms of moving – you’ve spoken to the projects you were just rapping up. This second
full academic year under Covid, so 2021-2022, and the shifting priories there, was that really a
return to projects that you had delayed in the first? Or new projects, or what did that look like?
GM:

The first year – okay. I understand now. I probably jumped way ahead. So, the first year was
really just transitioning people back to the library and getting them settled back in and solving
issues between that hybrid in and out of the library. And just solving issues there. And then also,
getting machines that were in the library that were left there that hadn’t been turned on in a year,
or, you know, or six months, just however long, getting them back up and running with all the
security, the buyers, everything so they patched. And then just getting used to getting back to,
kind of, a normal routine, I guess, if you want to call it normal. The new Covid-normal. I think
that’s what that first year.
The second year was now transitioning back to those projects that we’ve left. And really, start
focusing in on, okay. We’ve got – so, like, the ILLiad [Interlibrary Loan & Document Delivery]
project, we like to swap out our servers every six to seven years. The ILLiad server is now
running on eight to nine years and that’s really pushing a server’s life. And so, we started to have
to re-evaluate what systems we were on, and what projects really need to be moved forward.

[00:34:13]
So, some projects were really moved forward with the Covid project. Like, we had some –
Digital had some projects where they needed transcribed videos or audio. And so, their student
workers were able to do those at home. And so, that project moved forward much faster. And
then we had to figure out, you know – yeah. Just getting back to normal that first year was just
really, getting back to normal.
And then, in the middle of that first year, one of our vendors to do an update meant that we had to
move to new hardware because our hardware that it was running on no longer was supported. So,
that happened in our first year too where we had to do a server migration. And that was
interesting to do that hybrid. [Laughs] Or, I’d come in. I’d get the server up, put it in the server
room. And then, I’d come home and I work on it. And then if something didn’t quite work, then
I’d go in on a Saturday and get working.
A lot of it, from my team, was just to protect, make them feel comfortable in working in the
library or working from home was my – once we started to transition back in was my priority
was, you know, the rest of the library, we would make sure the technology needs were met. But I
started focusing in on making my people feel comfortable about where they was.
[00:36:00]
TGRW: So, the second academic year was a lot more normal and about feeling normal. Right?
GM:

Yeah. Where we left off our projects and we started getting back into being able to actually focus
in on what needed to be updated, what we could – yeah. So, a much normal atmosphere.
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TGRW: All right. And then, were there any specific – let’s see. I have just noted here, you know,
automating study room check out processes and other automation projects like that. How did that
play into your Covid response?
GM:

Okay. So, our study room software and our index and abstracts page, I actually wrote the code
behind it. And so, I was very familiar with it. So, kind of the rapid responses as we started to
transition out and the university started shutting down and we had to start doing social distancing.
On the group study rooms, anytime exec made a decision on which direction we were going, I
was able to get into the code and update that on the fly. I would get an email within an hour or
two. It was what they was doing. They could see what was going on and make adjustments from
there. So, yeah. There was a lot of that on the back end adjusting our hours.

[00:38:03]
I wrote the back end of our hours for our home page so it ties into the group study rooms. And
so, as our hours changed, I could get in. And it was a database change, and change our hours on
the fly. There was a lot of that those first few weeks because [laughs] Brad Cole, Dean Cole, he
was funny. He says, ‘We’re going to go this direction this week. But next week, it might
change.’ [Laughs] And so, again, we just had to be very nimble and we couldn’t be in a rut. We
just, we had to be willing to switch on a dime. And sometimes, it was a major switch.
You know, I remember one day, we got notification was actually closing all the student study
rooms. So, I went in and I had shut them all down and notified all the students that had made
reservations that they were no longer available. And then, two days later, they says, no, we’re
going to open them back up. But we only want one student in these rooms and two students in
these rooms, max. So, again, so, we opened them back up with those parameters.
So, yeah. It was just a lot of communication through Todd Hughey to exec on which directions
we need to go and just try to not get frustrated when you make this big old change and then move
another direction. But my team was very good at staying positive. I was really impressed with
my team on how positive we stayed through the whole process even with all the frustrations.
[00:40:05]
TGRW: Speaking of that, as you were moved remote and, you know, kind of, a lot of other folks have
talked about this where, you know, remote working during the early days was very isolating.
How did you and your team manage that stress? Even as being positive, did you have gettogethers over Zoom? Did you have, you know, usual meetings where you all checked in with
each other? You know, late night phone calls just to say, ‘How are you?’ What did that look
like?
GM:

So, [chuckles] most computer people are introverts. [Laughs] So, they were in hog heaven. No.
Not all of my team was that way. So, one of the things that I did as a team lead, we continued to
have our weekly meetings on Zoom. So, that was one of the things we did. One of the things I
did as a team lead is I found any excuse I could to get them on Zoom so I could see them, so I
could actually see what they look like, how they were doing, their voice inflections. Because you
can’t get that from e-mail or text or Slack.
And so, even if it was a small problem that I could solve by just saying, yes, do this, I would say,
hey, can we Zoom about this? And that way I could get them on camera. I could see how they
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were doing. It got that interaction. And then we was able to chat that way. And that’s how I
tried to keep my team connected was just… So, the first few months, it was very rare…
[00:42:00]
Well, that first month, Margaret, Aaron, and Tyler, I didn’t keep in contact with them because
they were busy running around. They just couldn’t sit down at their computers. But once we all
transitioned and we got into our, kind of, Covid stats, I don’t think there was a week that went by
where I didn’t at least talk with them once or twice a week. Some of them, if I knew they were
having some anxiety issues or that, it might have been two or three times in a day where I was
chatting with them.
I’m fine working on my own. I have that. I’m an introvert. So, you know, sitting in an office…
I actually liked my office before I moved down here. I’m in a hole now. [Chuckles] But when I
first moved in, I was upstairs and I was able to see out and actually see (We have a school that’s
behind us.) see the kids coming and going from school. And so, that was very mentally healthy
for me.
But I understand that, you know, I was a liaison for some of the teams. We have liaisons and
they really struggled with not being connected. My team, again, I think we’re more introverts.
And so, it didn’t affect us that month. But it’s like Margaret, you know when she says, and
LaLine, they says, we need to go in. I think that was more of that, I need to have some
interaction with other people. But, yeah. We didn’t do any special outside of things.
[00:44:00]
For the first three or four months, every Monday morning I would put out a… In Slack, I would
put out a funny quote or an inspiring quote so they had something that would be there every
Monday morning for them.
TGRW: Could you expand a little bit on that liaison? So, the folks you were supporting through the
library, those other teams, are there any specific stories that you might share about how they were
doing? You know, because it was a very stressful time for everybody. And your team is, kind of,
there as the help us get onto Zoom now, you know. What were they going through from your
experience?
GM:

So, from my experience, I think the hardest… Well, so, I was liaison to Circulation. Aaron’s
liaison to Special Collections. Margaret’s liaison to Cataloging and LES. And LaLine was
liaison to Digital. So, what we were supposed to attend their meetings. I started to… So, in
setting up Slack, I put myself in almost all the groups that were on Slack. So, the Circulation in
Slack, the LES, I set up all those groups as we was transitioning out. And so that they’d have
their own little space.
Within a few weeks, the only groups that I was still part of was Special Collections, Circulation.
And so, I know that Special Collections really… They had meet ups. They had get-togethers.

[00:46:01]
They had a lot of, you know, let’s have a drink together over Zoom kind of things to… I didn’t
attend any of them. But I could tell that they were really struggling just because of, you know, it
seemed like everybody, as soon as that meeting was announced, they were onboard ready to go.
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And wanting to get together. So, I didn’t really, you know, our liaisons kind of fell apart as we
was going through Covid because, again, Aaron was the only one that was in the library. And so,
if people needed to get ahold of him, or ahold of somebody, that’s who they would go through.
Or, they’d contact me. But, yeah. My team, for the most part, just didn’t have really those social
anxiety issues.
TGRW: And then, now that you’ve had a chance to look back on your experiences broadly, what has the
pandemic meant to you personally and professionally?
GM:

So, professionally, I think… I’ll start with that one because that one’s kind of easier.
Professionally, it’s given me… It’s let me know that we can actually run an IT department no
matter where we’re at. My team, we could put them – as long as we have internet. [Laughs] I
should say that. [Chuckles] Isolated now being some wilderness area. [Laughs]

[00:47:58]
But as long as we have internet and we’re connected to all the people we support in some sort of
way, I just feel like we now can… You know, we don’t have to be sitting right there next to them
at their desk to do something.
The other thing it did for me professionally is before, I was having some trust issues with my
team. And when you’re working, all of you are working remotely, you implicitly have to have
trust in your team to do what they need to do. And I realized that a lot of the reason I didn’t have
trust was I was doing a lot of self-reference. Thinking, oh, man, would I really work if I worked
from home? Or would I – you know?
And I found out my team actually works better now because I trust them. I trust that they’ll do it.
I used to be where I would follow up with them daily because I was walking past their cubicle.
Now I give them an assignment and I say, hey, here it is. Let me know if you have any problems.
I’ll be checking back with you in a week or two depending on the project. And I just trust them.
And it’s made all of our lives so much better. And so, that’s something that’s professionally
really helped me was to implicitly trust my team.
And I know that some of the departments – and I’d rather not, if you ask me which ones because I
don’t want to say. [Laughs] I know some of their unit heads or team leads or whatever you want
to call them are micromanagers. And that implicit trust isn’t there in a micromanager.
[00:50:01]
And it’s very difficult for them to be in this situation. And I don’t feel like that they give their
people the trust that they need. But, you know, that’s something I learned professionally was,
you know, if you trust people, they usually perform. If you don’t trust people, they usually don’t
perform. You could beat them over the head all you want, but you’ve got to give them – the other
thing I learned also professionally is everybody needs projects that are meaningful to them. And
so, you just can’t give all the crap projects to one person that you don’t like. You know?
[Chuckles]
But, so like, LaLine, I had her doing some things. And then when we got back into the library, I
actually shifted – because she had a lot of what I called crap projects. She had a lot of those.
And so, my team, I re-organized it about two months ago now coming back in to actually shift
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things. And they now actually make more sense once I was able to get that perspective too. And
I’ve actually got now two team members that are more happy because I did that shift.
Again, it was that coming to realize you’ve got to trust and you’ve got to give them projects that
they are engaged in and they enjoy.
And then, the other thing that I did – I forgot about this. The other thing I did is we have our… I
call it my tech Friday afternoon where I give my team four hours on Friday afternoon to work on
everything that’s technology related.
[00:52:08]
It doesn’t have to be related to the library, but it’s technology related. And so, if somebody wants
to go out and learn Python on their own, they can, they have that four hours during that time on
Friday to delve into that. Because I feel like they might find something that actually will work
for the library through that.
One of the things that we’re doing now is we’ve got some Raspberry Pi in because one of our
team members wanted to start playing around with Raspberry Pi’s. And so, now they’re working
on a project that might help the library. But it’s something that, I call it my ‘Fun Tech Friday.’
[Laughs] So, that’s something else I encouraged them to do during the pandemic was find
something that was meaningful to them.
Now, back to the personal thing is, I found that the pandemic really switched me from what I felt
was really important. My father-in-law actually died from Covid. And I realized that, you know,
putting in that extra two hours or three hours a day just to make somebody happy in the library
wasn’t near as important as taking that two or three hours extra in the day and making my family
happy. And so, personally, that’s something that the pandemic has really shifted is where are my
priorities? You know? Is my priorities, yes, I’ve got to still make my job a priority because
that’s what pays for everything else.
[00:54:04]
But I can also now put boundaries on it and say, ‘I’m sorry. I can’t do that. We’re going to have
to push that off a little bit.’ And for the most part, I’ve got the backing from my boss and exec on
that.
TGRW: So, working through the phrasing of this in my head.
GM:

No worries.

TGRW: For you, I mean, you’ve talked a lot about trust and working together. Are those the biggest
lessons you’ve taken away is, you know, people first?
GM:

Yeah. So, to give you an example is, the summer before the pandemic, I had three employees
that had… How can I put it? [Laughs] They had some time issues. [Laughs] They were thinking
that a 40-hour week actually was a 30-hour week. [Laughs] And it was really bugging me about,
you know, them showing up late and going home early. And I got focused in on that. And so,
that summer, I actually… (I probably shouldn’t say this on tape, but I will) I actually wrote up all
three of them. And I put a paper in their personnel file saying, hey, in six months we’ll revaluate
this and we’ll see where you’re at. If you’re still having these issues, we’ll go from there.
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[00:56:02]
But if you’re not, I’ll tear this piece of paper up and nothing more will be said. I got focused in
on these check-in/check-out times. And then, actually, two of those left the library prior to the
pandemic. So. And that was two summers before because the one left before. I just didn’t give
them the trust they needed or the projects that was meaningful to them.
And so, as I went into the pandemic, I still have these trust issues. But when I’m sitting from
home, I can’t see whether or not that person’s coming in at 8:00 or 9:00, or if they’re going home
at five instead of six, or those kind of things. I just had to implicitly trust they were getting their
job done.
And then when I started focusing on that hey were getting their jobs done, then that kind of
shifted back to, okay. Am I giving them meaningful jobs? And is there enough to keep them
busy for 40 hours a week? And in that implicit trust, and then just giving them meaningful jobs,
it really has changed how my department runs. We run so much better now. So, does that help
explain that? Kind of give you an idea of that switch there?
TGRW: Of course. So, going forward, as you look towards, you know, continued remote work, as you
look towards, you know, your adaptation as a manager, do you see, you know, after two years of
pandemic life, a bright future for your department or unit I should say?
[00:58:08]
GM:

So, for IT people, yeah. [Laughs] I actually see higher education happening to make even a
bigger transition. I think Covid kind of woke up a lot of people about, you know, about how they
view what they’re doing. Because one of the things that was interesting to me, prior to Covid,
you know, online schools were looked down on. You know, we’ve got Phoenix University.
Well, that’s just a papermill some people would say. We’ve got this – I can’t remember the other
big one that’s like that. And then, all of a sudden, we have to shift to all online. And it just gave
that different perspective of how higher education can do a hybrid.
I have two boys that were in school as the pandemic hit at USU. And one of them did real well in
class and didn’t do so hot online. The other one didn’t do so hot online, but did – or, no. Did hot
online but didn’t do so well in class. So, two different personalities, you know, brothers, that,
yes, we’re still going to need that in-person experience. But we’re also going to need that online
experience for those that learn better that way. And I think that there’s, you know, how that shifts
out, I don’t know, but it’s going to involved IT to make that shift.

[00:59:58]
And for my instructional tech background, there is a huge difference between teaching the class
in person than there is online. And online still has a lot of room for improvement. I actually
teach for another university. I teach an online class for web development. And I’m learning that
I can’t teach the way I would in person online. I have to rely more on technology and trying to
reach these students and give them what they need. Some of them, they need that in-person.
Some of them need a video. Some of them need it in text. And so, how do we bring all that
together to present a unified class?
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And I think some technology needs, some AI (Artificial Intelligence) can lead to that. Are we
there yet? Probably not. But that’s what I see. And I see, for my department, you know, the
work from home has been a burden, and being able to cross train because we’ve had to cross
train. Because LaLine now was, she wants to work from home. Being a frontline person, that’s
kind of hard. So, I’ve got some of my people cross training with her to do some of the front line.
And so, now a lot of our jobs are starting to mix. And it actually works better because what if
LaLine wins the lottery and buys her own Cayman Island and is gone? [Laughs] So, I think
there’s a lot of positives that came out of it for my department.
[01:02:02]
I can’t speak to the other departments. But I really feel like… So, my department, I feel like,
pre-pandemic, we was probably firing, you know, five cylinders. And then, as we was
transitioning out, we was firing on eight cylinders in a six-cylinder car. [Laughs] And then, as we
went through it and, you know, every once in a while, the wheels, you know, sometimes wouldn’t
fire right. But I think as we’ve come through and we’ve really looked at things and I’ve made
some of the changes, I feel like we’re firing on all pistons right now. And almost all my team
members are happy and are engaged. And so.
TGRW: Well, is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the Covid-19
pandemic?
GM:

It’s just one of the things that’s been really interesting to me is seeing the medical side, the
political side, and, kind of, how those mesh or don’t mesh if you want to use that point of view. I
mean, when, through the whole time, we was going, my wife and I would, because of her health,
we was going down to The Huntsman. And we was hearing about the medical side of Covid and
all the things that they were discovering. And then you’d hear from the media this fight between
political ideals and how both sides were almost totally wrong on what they were both saying, if
you want to… You know. And, you know, it was just kind of an interesting to see that dynamics
of it, so. But that isn’t really work related. [Chuckles]

[01:04:07]
TGRW: It’s all right. Well, Mr. Mikesell, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon
discussing your experiences during the Covid-19 pandemic here at Utah State University.
GM:

Well, thank you. This has been fun. I’ve actually enjoyed this. And you did a well job.

[End recording – 1:04:25]
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